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Abstract 
Curriculum design has occupied the attention of academics throughout the ages. In design 
related degrees the subject matter itself should inspire careful consideration of the structure of 
an academic programme. A wide range of approaches are possible, some of which 
approximately fit within general categories. A common approach in the United Kingdom 
involves developing core skills at the start of a degree programme and then building on these 
in subsequent years adding sophistication and depth. This paper explores the rationales of 
degree structures in fields relating to design and the relative importance of educational 
objectives. The question of whether to allow students to demonstrate, explore and develop 
their creative skills at the start of a degree programme is asked and an example of where they 
have been allowed to do this illustrated. 
 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 
Curriculum design defines the content and delivery schedule in any degree programme and 
has been the subject of intense debate at local, national and international level throughout the 
ages. In design related degrees the subject matter of design itself should inspire careful 
consideration of the structure of an academic programme. A common approach in the United 
Kingdom involves developing core skills at the start of a design related degree programme 
and then building on these in subsequent years adding sophistication, integration and depth.  
 
One of the famous models for design education is the Basic Course at the Bauhaus in 
Weimar, Germany, which was formulated by Johannes Itten (1). The Basic Course was 
designed as a trial period to: 
• judge students with varying backgrounds, 
• determine their creative talents, 
• help in their career selection, 
• teach elementary design as a basis for future careers in the arts. 
The curriculum for the basic course of the Weimar Bauhaus, 1923, is illustrated in Figure 1. 
The aim was that students would quickly identify their affinity and talent with particular 
materials and textures that inspired them towards creative work. Laws for form and colour 
were used to develop an objective approach for evaluating art and design.  
 
 
 
Figure 1 Syllabus of the Weimar Bauhaus, 1923 (1). 
 
The Bauhaus philosophy and its legacy of art and designs is now revered in many circles and 
its influence on society to this date is indisputable (2). Nevertheless design teaching in today’s 
education context does not replicate the Basic Course of the Bauhaus. The technology base 
available has expanded, scientific understanding advanced and educational science has 
developed. The challenge facing design educators is to assimilate the knowledge available 
and wisely develop appropriate syllabus material and teaching methodology to prepare novice 
designers for their careers. This challenge is probably no less daunting than that facing 
Johannes Itten at the formation of the Bauhaus, however, the additional information now 
available poses a special problem. Itten (1) notes that ‘cramming a student with irrelevant 
knowledge and not giving him enough time for taking stock of himself forms an obstacle to 
personal growth’. Such words of wisdom are so often ignored within the modern educational 
context where the need for interdisciplinary skills has impacted on the room for traditional 
engineering sciences and technical skills with the result that academics are tempted to provide 
an abundance of information and syllabus content within a given course. Typical examples of 
this can be found in mathematics and materials courses across Europe. It is not that these 
subjects are unimportant; rather that the human’s ability to effectively take on information, 
formulate understanding and skills in the relevant area must be respected and where 
appropriate exploited. 
 
The task of the education provider is multifaceted with objectives including life-long learning 
skills, student retention, accreditation, international kudos, skills attainment, employability, 
profitability, student and staff satisfaction to name but a few. Given the license to design a 
syllabus and course structure, the question of what is a sensible or desirable order in which to 
undertake learning comes to mind. Should all subjects be introduced providing a holistic 
overview and context within which subjects can then be developed? University education, the 
perspective from which this paper is written, cannot sensibly exist or be developed without 
reference, acknowledgement and integration with school and college-based education. 
Proposals for principles, policies and practice in creative and cultural education have been 
developed and outlined for students up to the age of 16, the end of compulsory education in 
the United Kingdom (3). The government’s stated aim is the development of people’s 
capacities for original ideas and action and 59 detailed recommendations are made.  
 
The implication for the intake in university design courses, in the United Kingdom are 
students on entry who are already experienced in and cognisant of the creative process and 
whose education base is broad. Syllabus content and education provision should acknowledge 
this and meet students at this starting point. Such an approach may not fit comfortably with 
current university drivers, which include research kudos, department profitability and 
accreditation demands. Each of these can distort student provision with: 
• research occupying departmental resources at the expense of contact time between 
academics and students and subsidy of research activity from tuition fee income, 
• budget limitations on physical and staff resources available to students of design, 
• prescribed and rigid syllabus structures designed in order to satisfy the demands of an 
accrediting body. 
Of course counter arguments can be made in favour of each of these aspects: 
• research promotes the continuing development of the academics concerned and 
provides added resources,  
• a profitable department will provide for its own future, 
• accreditation constraints can assist in ensuring appropriate core skills and confidence 
in standards. 
 
Traditional established areas such as some of the engineering disciplines, for example 
mechanical or electronic engineering, are subject to stringent accreditation requirements by 
the Institution of Mechanical Engineers and the Institution of Electrical Engineering. The 
result can be that applications and integrated aspects of the subject are relegated to the middle 
or end of a degree programme in order to allow development of so-called core skills in areas 
such as mathematics and engineering science. This can be a major disadvantage as students, 
keen on developing their practical skills discover that they have to learn a series of subjects 
before they can get on with what they had assumed was their primary goal.  
 
Research in the area of creativity is substantial. Boden defines creativity in terms of map 
construction and many levelled conceptual spaces (4). Of particular interest in Boden’s work 
is the discussion on whether creativity is the reserve of the elite or everyman? Boden 
challenges the myth of ideas that suddenly appear claiming that they involve far more 
consciousness than first impressions may give. The work of Perkins (5) is used to demonstrate 
that simple process can be used to promote creative output. There are implications for design 
education that should be embraced (6). Advancements in the understanding of the creative 
process have been significant, as have those in the area of visual perception.  
 
 
2 CURRICULUM DESIGN 
 
In an attempt to overcome risks of stymieing the creative impulse, a course has been initiated 
right at the start of the Product Design degree at the University of Sussex called Creative 
Styling. The aims of this course are to introduce design as a process and to explore visual 
perception, methods for augmenting creativity and historical and current trends in styling. 
Students are asked to demonstrate aspects of their learning within the course by undertaking 
the conceptual design of a vehicle prior to illustrating this in full size in the form of a tape 
drawing. 
 
The course forms just part of an overall degree syllabus influenced by Itten’s original, Figure 
2. The modern context requires a design core, with emphases on computer graphics, 
technology, materials and management. Within the creative styling course Pugh’s total design 
model (7) is introduced and explored. Within this context the subjects of: 
• creativity-augmenting tools, such as brainstorming, morphological analysis and 
function trees are described and practiced, 
• our current understanding of visual perception is introduced and the Gestaldt rules (8) 
and more recent additions are explored and examples of their exploitation given (9), 
• social context and branding are introduced. 
 
 
 
Figure 2 Syllabus content. 
 
The student activity in this term 1, year 1 course includes the production of a 1/5th scale 
drawing of a vehicle of the student’s choice and imagination. This is assessed and returned to 
the student with advice on how to proceed in the production of a full-size electrician-tape 
image of the vehicle. The bounds of the specification are that it should be a concept car design 
for display at a European car show and the idea for using such a design activity arises from 
(10) and automotive design work at the TWR Technical Centre at Worthing (e.g. (11)).  
 
The course structure and timing is outlined in Table 1. The course occurs in the first term of 
the degree and is taken alongside three other courses. 
 
Table 1 Course structure 
 
Lecture Topic Timing Project Work 
Course Introduction and context in 
degree 
Week 1 1/5th Scale Drawings and full-
size tape drawings assignment 
introduced. Background research 
encouraged. 
Total Design   
Phases of design   
Creativity and tools Week 2  
Design history and legacy   
Early period   
Modernism, revolution, avant-
garde, luxury and power 
Week 3  
Economic miracle, good-form, bel 
design, post modernism 
  
Conceptual design   
Visual perception Week 4  
Gestaldt and subsequent rules of 
visual perception.  
 Submission and review of 1/5th 
Scale Drawings 
Illustrative case studies   
Design metaphors. Week 5  
Social context and branding   
Course review   
 Weeks 6-10 Students undertake full-size tape 
drawings 
 
 
3 STUDENT ACTIVITY 
 
The result in student activity and effort is significant and rewarding. The automobile is a 
fundamental part of the majority of society and all students have some experience of the 
technology and function. Many have opinions on form as well as function. These aspects are 
drawn out of the group of students in the accompanying lectures on design history and visual 
perception. For examples trends in styling and major innovations in the automotive sector are 
explored such the influence of Henry Ford, Harley Earl and Raymond Loewy. In addition 
current directions are explored using information from a United Kingdom based design 
consultancy, TWR.  
 
Students are encouraged to use any skills that they currently have in the production of their 
1/5th scale drawings. The student intake comes from varied background, some with art skills, 
some with scientific skills but only a few with a mixture of post GCSE qualifications in both 
art and scientific/technical subjects. Emphasis on the production of rendered or coloured 
artwork is not made. Instead the students are asked to produce an image that purveys their 
concept but critically does portray the scale. It is well known that a scaled image may be 
visually attractive on paper but in full size has a very different appeal. Examples of the 
students’ 1/5th scale drawings are given in Figures 3 and 4. On the day of the deadline for 
submission of the 1/5th scale drawings a display and marking session is convened with 
assessors and students present and provisional marks are awarded. Digital images are taken of 
the work and marks confirmed at a later stage. During the assessment session comments and 
advice are given to the students on aspects they may wish to consider and aspects deserving 
commendation.  
 
Following assessment of the scaled drawings, students are then given the task to produce their 
full-scale tape drawings. A grid can be overlaid on the 1/5th scale drawing and the full size 
image produced using electrical insulation tape to produce the lines. Either a painted wall or a 
vertically mounted work-surface or massive light-box can be used for this purpose. A 
workspace of about 5 m length and 2 m high has proven appropriate for most designs. An 
example of the tape drawing produced is given in Figure 5. Production of the tape drawing 
provides an opportunity to modify aspects of the design that appear unsuitable. As students 
complete the tape drawings, an assessor will meet them and discuss their design, any 
modifications they have made and take a digital image of the final tape drawing. The digital 
images allow comparison of work which may be undertaken over several weeks. 
 
 
 
Figure 3 Example 1/5th scale concept car drawing 
 
 
 
Figure 4 Example 1/5th scale concept car drawing 
 
 
 
Figure 5 Example full-scale tape drawing 
 
 
4 CONCLUSIONS 
 
Curriculum design is fundamental in the education of designers. Curriculum design involves 
not only defining what subjects should be included in the curriculum but also the timing and 
its integration with other aspects of the curriculum. A crucial aspect in the development of the 
curriculum is to match this with the intake. In the United Kingdom, principles, policies and 
practice in creative and cultural education have been developed and published in 1999 by the 
Department for Education and Employment. This information combined with the 
developments in understanding of the psychology or creativity have been considered in the 
development of a new course at the beginning of a degree programme in product design. The 
aims of this course are to introduce total design and promote skills and ability in creativity at 
the beginning of a student’s academic studies at university. The assessment used within the 
course involves the design of a 1/5th scale concept car and the production of a full-scale tape 
drawing of the vehicle. The course has promoted considerable interest and attention by 
students and allowed an overview of design to be introduced at an early stage in the degree. 
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